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Hurricane Harvey Disaster Recovery Report to the Synod 
 
In late August 2017, massive flooding followed Hurricane Harvey’s landfall. Within days of 
the crisis event, the Gulf Coast Synod created a Short Term Recovery Team (STRT) in Phase 
One of the disaster recovery cycle. The team consisted of congregational participants—Rev. 
Chris Lake, chair, Bunny Stoutes, Melissa Chaffee, Stephen Brockman; Synod staff—Rev. 
Chris Markert, Loa McNeese; and LEAD consultant—Deacon Peggy Hahn. Ele Clay joined the 
team as Disaster Recovery Coordinator (DRC) on October 16, 2017.  
 
The STRT served immediately following the disaster, from emergency rescue through the 
overseeing of cleanup. As financial gifts poured into the Synod, the Team provided 
emergency assistance to leaders and congregational members who were deeply affected by 
the residual flood damage in the area. Ministry leaders were accounted for, with their 
assessments of damage to individuals and facilities forming the basis of a long term recovery 
effort. The Team implemented a triage approach to charting damage which allowed Synod 
staff to monitor recovery efforts with a view to securing help corresponding to the extent of 
damage sustained.  

Ultimately, six congregations reported significant flood damage to their worship 
facilities: Faith-Dickinson; Salem-Houston; Messiah-Cypress; St. Paul’s-Baytown; St. 
John-Santa Fe; and Christ the King-Houston. Fourteen other congregations reported 
flooding that impacted members; and eight others listed damage that created 
considerable financial disruption within their budget year.  

 
A second component of the STRT’s work was spiritual care for all those affected (Phase 
Two). Rev. Chris Markert and Deacon Peggy Hahn provided leadership. A core group of 
leaders were identified as needing particular care in light of the levels of stress added to 
their normal undertaking. This group came to be described as The Courageous Community, 
which ultimately grew into a unique ministry described as follows:   

Following a natural disaster, healthy leaders must intentionally care for themselves as 
they care for others. The Courageous Community is an opportunity for leaders 
everywhere to be part of the healing community. This effort will be focused on 
those who have been impacted by Hurricane Harvey with the hope to expand and 
respond to other natural disaster needs in the future.  

 
More on this ministry to the Courageous Community can be found on the Web site of the 
LEAD program, directed by Deacon Peggy Hahn:  https://waytolead.org/portfolio-item/the-
courageous-community/ 
 
The hiring of the disaster recovery coordinator (DRC) became a third component of the 
STRT’s work. The DRC’s role is to “assist and coordinate the Synod’s disaster recovery 
efforts by working with local congregations and outside groups.” Beginning at the overflow 
point of the STRT’s work, the DRC sorted through requests and needs from e-mails and 
phone calls, primarily from concerned congregations and individuals across the country. 
These ranged from queries about gifts of quilts and bikes and money, to volunteer 
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opportunities, to proposals about partnering with congregations affected by the disaster, 
and to crisis care following trauma events. The DRC collaborated with the STRT, ministry 
leaders, and congregations to match offers of help with expressed need, to provide clear 
and clarifying responses. C0nnections with ecumenical partners such as UMCOR, the Bay 
Area Habitat for Humanity, the Galveston County Long Term Recovery Group, and others 
expanded opportunities for volunteer support, information and other resources, 
 
The Short Term Disaster Recovery Team ended its oversight of the Gulf Coast Synod’s 
recovery effort on December 4, 2017. Team chair, Pr. Chris Lake, transferred the 
responsibility for ongoing leadership to Ele Clay as Phase Four and long term recovery 
began. This move helped facilitate the shift in disaster recovery toward a broader scope of 
involvement from the Synod perspective, specifically: 

1. Reduced focus on hands-on emergency relief;   
2. A careful redirection of the Synod’s capacity to engage resources in the event of 
another broad-based crisis situation; 
3. The calling out of a long term recovery team (LTRT) in the interim, to help shape 
guidelines for future recovery efforts where the Synod’s leadership is key.  
Composition:  Ministry leaders (pastors or lay leaders) from areas recently affected 
by flood damage or heavily invested in emergency and short term recovery efforts 

Rationale:  These individuals can contribute to the conversation around 
immediate needs that surfaced following recent disaster events. 

Term Limit:  Will serve for the term immediately following the current disaster event 
and the next foreseeable disaster horizon (e.g. for the gulf coast it could be the onset 
of the next hurricane season). The role and function of the LTRT transfers at that 
time to a short term recovery team, whose engagement goes from 
emergency rescue and relief into the next iteration of the LTRT. 
Initial Responsibility:  Will have a role in shaping how the LTRT serves the synod.  
 
The (LTRT) is led by DRC Ele Clay, with Ms. Marna Arlien, Lord of Life Lutheran 
Church-The Woodlands, TX; Pr. Sandra Barnes, Gethsemane Lutheran Church-
Chalmette, LA; Pr. Ashley Dellagiacoma, Kindred-Houston, TX; Pr. Pete Lopez, St. 
John Lutheran Church-Angleton, TX; and Mr. Robert Rivera, St. James/Santiago 
Apóstol-Houston, TX. 

 
_________________________ 
 
 
Support for those affected by the Harvey event and the resulting flood damage in the area 
was concentrated in three points of action: (a) financial assistance via a grant system 
accessible to ministry leaders; (b) volunteer support, primarily from congregational groups 
around the country; and (c) psycho-spiritual support where needed.  
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Financial Assistance 
To date, just over $300K has been received by the Synod to support relief efforts in the Gulf 
Coast area. Out of this, $78K was awarded early in the emergency relief stage of disaster 
recovery which includes the $50K distributed through LEAD’s Courageous Community 
initiative. The Synod later approved a total of eight grants equaling $129.5K with an 
additional $20–$50K grant pending distribution in the near future. Miscellaneous supplies, a 
cushion of funds set aside for unanticipated needs, bank fees, and funding for the short-
term contract for the DRC make up the balance. 
 
Distribution of funds was implemented through a grant review process. Using an adaptation 
of the Synod’s partnership request form accessible online, the Synod announced the 
opportunity for disaster recovery grants. The Grants Review Team (Pr. Chris Lake, Deacon 
Peggy Hahn, Pr. Chris Markert, with Bishop Mike Rinehart, and DRC Ele Clay) received and 
reviewed requests, and disbursed grant funds with priorities previously identified by the 
STRT: Support for professional leaders; support for highly affected congregations; support 
to individuals in our congregations w/o insurance; and others as needs emerged.  
 The following congregations requested and received grants: 

Faith Lutheran Church-Dickinson, TX  
St. James/Santiago Apóstol-Houston, TX  
Lakeside Lutheran Church-League City, TX 
Kindred-Houston, TX 
Messiah Lutheran Church-Cypress, TX  
St. Paul Lutheran Church-Wharton, TX 
St. Paul’s Lutheran Church-Baytown, TX  
Príncipe de Paz-Houston, TX 
Salem Evangelical Lutheran Church-Houston, TX (pending distribution) 

 
In addition to monetary donations, several hundred dollars in gift cards were received and 
disbursed. The option of donating gift cards as a means of financial support was heartily 
welcomed by congregations who are active in outreach to individuals and families with 
limited funds for food and/or the means to replace essential items for home life. 
 
Volunteer Assistance 
Following the immense task of rescue and emergency recovery by local and nearby 
volunteers, more than fifty different congregations, organizations, and individuals from 
almost as many states, offered their services as repair/rebuild volunteers during the period 
spanning Thanksgiving weekend and the days prior to the ELCA Youth Gathering in June 
2018. Most of these queries included the possibility of dozens of volunteers in the area. A 
number of these requests to help turned toward financial/in kind gifts when details for travel 
into the area became more complex than originally thought. Several opted for working 
through other organizations who could provide housing and meals in a way that the Synod 
could not. About 200 volunteers from outside Texas arrived and served from January 
through April 2018, even during the week of the two-day freeze and shut-down of city-wide 
travel in Houston. 
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Psycho-Spiritual Support 
Spiritual care is on the forefront of the Synod’s concerns, led by Pr. Chris Markert, Director 
of Evangelical Mission, and Deacon Peggy Hahn, executive director of LEAD and the 
Courageous Community initiative. A Respite Care Retreat in late February 2018 brought 
together ministry leaders impacted by the Harvey disaster for two days of spiritual nurture, 
attentive listening, emotional support, joyous fellowship, and more. The weekend was 
coordinated by LEAD and led by Portico’s Deacon Tammy Devine.  

Ongoing follow-up includes a process of accompaniment with a goal to give 
momentum to a congregational movement from crisis to mission where that is needed. This 
essential support complements the Synod’s vision—A network of growing, Christ-centered, 
outwardly-focused faith communities passing the faith to the next generation. 

Supportive partnerships are available to congregations within the Synod from 
concerned congregations outside the disaster zone. The partnering agreement in the 
CICADAi document outlines a structure for this relationship. 
_______________________________ 
 
On the Gulf Coast, disaster recovery is embedded in a cycle of awareness that spans the time 
between a current emergency and the raised awareness of another on the horizon. Michael 
Stadie of  the ELCA’s Lutheran Disaster Relief program, and Jessica Vermilyea of Upbring, 
Texas, have noted that for their organizations, long term recovery projects (case 
management) focus primarily on individuals in the affected communities. This leaves 
accompaniment for congregations and their outreach ministries within the scope of the 
Synod’s strategy—equip congregations by equipping congregational leaders. That certainly 
includes disaster preparedness and recovery. Gulf Coast Synod is in readiness mode for this 
challenge that ultimately is ministry on the edge of crisis and mission. 
 
Respectfully submitted 
Ele Clay, Disaster Recovery Coordinator 
Texas Louisiana Gulf Coast Synod 
May 2018 

 

i CICADA = Congregations In Companionship After a Disaster (attached) 

                                                           


